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One of the great gifts we’ve been given is the Bible—the record of God’s actions and Jesus’ teachings. If someone had not written down the words Jesus said, we would not be able to read and remember these words, especially the delightful parables that Jesus told. So, we can give thanks for those who wrote and preserved what Jesus said.
Writing things down—that reminds me of the elderly couple, in their 90’s, who were having trouble remembering things. They go to the doctor for a checkup. The doctor tells them that they’re physically okay, but they might want to start writing things down to help them remember. Later that night, while watching TV, the old man gets up from his chair.
His wife asks, "Where are you going?" "To the kitchen," he replies.
"Will you get me a bowl of ice cream?"
"Sure."
"Don’t you think you should write it down so you can remember it?" she asks.
"No, I can remember it."
"Well, I’d like some strawberries on top, too. You’d better write it down because you know you’ll forget it."
He says, "I can remember that! You want a bowl of ice cream with strawberries." 
"I’d also like whipped cream. I’m certain you’ll forget that, so you’d better write it down!" she retorts.
By now he was irritated and says, "I don’t need to write it down, I can remember it! Leave me alone! Ice cream with strawberries and whipped cream —I got it, for goodness sake!" Then he grumbles into the kitchen.
After about 20 minutes the old man returns from the kitchen and hands his wife a plate of bacon and eggs. She stares at the plate for a moment and says—"Where’s my toast?
Write it down. Write it down. Thank God for the people who wrote down what Jesus taught us.
Jesus taught in parables. He used all kinds of ordinary images to describe what God’s Kingdom—the Reign of God—is all about. He might have used ice cream or eggs and bacon to describe the way God works; but in the lesson for today, Jesus uses seed—a tiny mustard seed--- to describe how God works.
When I read about any kind of gardening, I remember my father and his lavish vegetable gardens with all those tomatoes! My dad would regularly take us down to the garden and say, "Look at what me and the Good Lord did together." And I would say, "Daddy, remember what the old farmer said. "You should have seen this garden when the Lord had it all by himself."
Clarence Jordan was a farmer and a Greek scholar. In 1942 he founded Koinonia Farm in South Georgia, a bold, interracial community. Clarence wrote his own paraphrase of Jesus’ parables. The new creation God is bringing Clarence called not the kingdom or the reign of God, but the "God Movement."
Here is how he paraphrased the Parable of the Mustard Seed. "Jesus set still another Comparison before them: The God Movement is like a mustard seed which a man planted in his garden. While it’s the smallest seed there is, yet when it is full grown, it is one of the largest plants; in fact, it becomes a bush big enough for birds to build their nests in."
Jesus taught in parables. A parable is a comparison, a "com-parable," that speaks about one thing in terms of another. All of Jesus’ parables are about the "God Movement," the Reign of God. The God Movement is like….leaven in some dough, like a treasure in a field, like a mustard seed. As someone said, "You have to say it like it never was so you can see it like it really is." So Jesus took a seed, and he said, "See this! The God Movement is like this little mustard seed, the smallest of seeds, that grows into a large bush."
One commentator suggests that the place to begin with this parable is to understand the mood of the people who gathered around Jesus. They are partly discouraged and partly excited. Some are curious. Some are partially committed. Others are the disciples who have given up job and family; they have staked everything on Jesus and his movement. So, it’s understandable that they are asking, "What going to come of this little movement? What will be the outcome?
The answer seems to be: Nothing. Almost nothing is happening. Oh a few poor people, a few sick people have been helped. But this is a pretty unremarkable beginning. The upper classes, the intellectual and political folks, reject Jesus, or worse, they ignore him. The Greek and Roman centers of culture pay no attention to him.
But Jesus has already announced that the kingdom of God has begun. The God Movement is at hand. But when any pragmatic person asks, "Where is it?" they are unimpressed. There are a few rag-tag children who run after Jesus, and some beggars, the "street people," and a few others from the margins of society. If this is the Kingdom of God, it looks like a rather feeble enterprise. (from Helmut Thielicke, THE WAITING FATHER, p. 62)
It is to these discouraged people that Jesus tells the parable of the mustard seed. "With what shall we compare the God Movement?" "Take a tiny, tiny seed, a mustard seed, the tiniest of all seeds. Plant it, and let it lie secretly in the ground. It germinates and over time that seed will sprout and become a glorious shrub." A shrub? "Yeah," Jesus says, "a shrub. It gets to be maybe four or five feet high. A shrub so tall that even birds can perch in its branches." 
But a shrub is still a shrub. Our friend Will Willimon, former dean of the chapel at Duke, said, "When Jesus calls the Kingdom of God a shrub, you know that he is having a good time with us." He’s being playful with us, and he’s trying to show us something about the God Movement that is not easy to see. (Willimon, "The Greatest of All Shrubs," in THE CHRISTIAN CENTURY, May 15, 1991, p. 547)
But let’s be honest. It’s hard to be impressed with little seeds. We want to see BIG things— why didn’t he say that the God Movement is like a forest of giant redwood trees? 
We can see how these people would be a bit discouraged and even cynical. So Jesus offers some encouragement with the image of the mustard seed. A mustard seed? "Yeah," Jesus says. "It will grow into a—shrub. So where is the encouragement here? 
Who said that the Kingdom of God would burst into the world fully grown? A redwood tree—or a shrub? 
All things, like all people, must start out small. The greatest king of Israel started out as a least likely shepherd boy named David. Jesus himself came into the world as a homeless baby. And in Sunday school, we teach our children that God made all things, and that’s why we send our little ones home with packets of seeds, or sometimes with a little paper cup filled with dirt and a seed growing in that dirt.
Even 3-year olds like to talk about growing things—the flowers and the tomato plants in the back yard. You may even remember the Pete Seeger children’s song, "Inch by inch, row by row, gonna make this garden grow, gonna mulch it deep and low, gonna make it fertile ground."
Everything grows first from a small seed, a small plant rooted in some soil—"fertile ground." We all start out small; and as the hymn says, The Lord God made us all." (from the hymn "All Things Bright and Beautiful")
In this parable Jesus wants us to think small. Tiny seeds. Unimpressive shrubs.
Could it be that Jesus wants us to notice the small beginnings that our children make as they put a paper cup in the windowsill and watch that little seed slowly sprout from that cup? Could it be that Jesus wants us to notice the positive things that happen when a little mission group in this church works steadily with one person trying to cope with AIDS or one person trying to get his/her life back on track after completing a prison term? Could it be that Jesus wants us to notice what an amazing "shrub" is being grown through the building of one small Habitat house? Can we see the good news in a handful of Watts Street people going in July to the Gulf Coast to help some Katrina families clean up some of their debris from the hurricane—or when a small group of Watts Street people go this summer to El Salvador to help build a foundation for a Habitat house?
Or what about the seed of good will that’s planted when we go to serve a meal at the homeless shelter or at Interfaith Hospitality or when you deliver a hot meal to an elderly person on the route for Meals on Wheels? Or what about a Watts Street deacon going to visit a person in the hospital or taking some food to a family following the death of a loved one?
There are so many small ways that we announce the God Movement—by deeds which seem as small as a mustard seed.
"Oh, it was nothing," we say. "I just did that because it needed to be done."
We could say that Jesus wanted it to be done—the small deed of kindness, the simple act of making a witness by standing in a public vigil at the site of a violent death or at Death Row over at Central Prison in Raleigh.
There are so many ways that small deeds are done, seeds planted to announce that God is at work, slowly, steadily. A few years ago I went to downtown Durham to an interfaith dinner of perhaps a hundred people, following the terrible events of 9/11. The theme was for the evening was this: "Goodness is on the rise." All of us left that evening with a gift—a coffee cup with words printed on the side: "Goodness is on the rise." A seed planted.
I went to South Carolina on Friday to work a little in my father’s tomato garden. There I saw plants that started as tiny slips, but are not chest high. And I can say, "Goodness is on the rise." When I see any of us act with love and compassion, with simple deeds of kindness and grace, I can say that the mustard seed has been planted and is steadily and surely growing. Goodness is on the rise.
With what shall we compare the God Movement? Take a tiny seed, plant it, nurture it, and it will grow. If we want to be a faithful church, we can all covenant to be planters of seeds? 
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